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Academic Activism in the Face of Enclosure in the Digital University

Abstract
The role of the academic, both inside and beyond the University, is under scrutiny across global higher education. In-part this is tied to the neoliberal agenda for universities, which is underpinned by a discourse of marketisation and commodification. In-part it is amplified by the production and use of digital technologies, and the contested nature of those technologies in reproducing or re-inscribing existing practices. One emerging area of interest is the role of digital technology in academic futures, especially in a world of increasing complexity and disruption. In future scenarios that are disrupted by socio-environmental crises like peak oil and climate change, the development of individual and social resilience, or the ability to adapt to such disruption, becomes imperative. This paper examines how digital technologies might impact the practices of the academic in the face of disruption. Three key areas of interplay between academics and technologies are identified: firstly, in developing open educational opportunities; secondly, in engaging with the preservation of data, relationships and narratives; and thirdly, in understanding the interconnections between technology and humanity, revealed as the cybernetic hypothesis. Thus, it is argued that digital technologies might enable academics to take an activist role in helping communities to engage with uncertainty.

Introduction: the political economy of the University under neoliberalism
The roles and practices of the academic are increasingly framed by an idea of research, teaching and learning that is being restructured by a neoliberal agenda (Ball, 2012; McKibben, 2012; Murphy, 2011). Thus, the value of higher education is under increasing scrutiny, with the focus turning towards the enclosure of subjects and their outputs, in the name of economic efficiency and the maintenance of an increase in the rate of profit (Deem, Mok, & Lucas, 2008; Lipman, 2009). In the United Kingdom’s (UK) tertiary education system this has been revealed through educational re-engineering and proposed changes to funding mechanisms (Department of Business Skills and Innovation (DBIS), 2012; McGettigan, 2012). The deeper focus throughout these reforms is ideological; it is an attempt to recalibrate the politics and place of academic practice for the market, with ramifications for those who labour both inside the University and more publically.

Thus, following the UK 2011 Higher Education (HE) White Paper and the DBIS (2012) consultation responses, a dominant narrative has emerged that re-frames HE as a motor for economic growth. Here, the viability of all programmes-of-study is driven ostensibly by agendas of value-for-money and efficiency, and by a mantra that education should deliver more-for-less, underpinned by perceptions of choice and marketisation (Evans, 2011). A neoliberal ideology bounded by economic concerns is the catalyst for a radical overhaul of what is deemed to be appropriate academic practice inside the University (Harvey, 2005). The control of the ways in which the curriculum can be funded creates a policy space that catalyses: firstly, a re-ordering of the ideas that infuse the public sphere and politics around the rule of money (Holloway, 2010); secondly, reduced state subsidies for apparently unproductive work (Newfield, 2012); and thirdly, the privatisation of state or public assets (Lipman, 2009).

In this analysis the University is folded inside the dominant logic of digitally-mediated, neoliberal capitalism, which demands: profit-maximisation primarily through transnational financialisation; accumulation in the present through the dispossession of future assets, catalysed through student and institutional debt; the consumption rather than production of academic experiences; and quickening the treadmill dynamic of competition that now dominates the public sphere (Harvey, 2010; Lambie, 2009; Meyerhoff, Johnson, & Braun, 2011). This strategy of accelerating the take-over of state functions is explicitly enabled through digitised techniques and technologies (Davies, 2011; Mason, 2009), and reflects the use of a dislocation like the global banking crisis to impose ideological shock therapy (Klein, 2007). Thus, even as the University becomes increasingly politicised, it is increasingly important that the idea and practices of the academic are able to help others make sense both of that politics and of their own struggle inside it.

Whilst the neoliberal project subsumes education inside its totalising logic (Postone, 1996), it also places academics in relationship to emergent analyses of the global, socio-environmental disruptions that are caused by human activities inside that logic (Casarino, 2008). These disruptions are: firstly, carbon emissions and climate change; and secondly, resource availability and in particular diminishing liquid energy assets (McKibbon, 2012). Moreover, correlations exist between supply and demand for liquid fuels, global gross domestic product, and carbon emissions (International Energy Agency (IEA), 2012). However, there is limited academic critique of the ways in which universities might contribute to the mitigation, adaption to, or overcoming of the disruptions threatened in scenarios of, for example, peak oil or global warming (Greer, 2011; Hall & Winn, 2011; Pielke, 2010). In fact, established narratives of academic practices tend to view technology and technological efficiencies as a productivity fix; a way in which the impact of our activities can be offset, in order to enable business-as-usual to continue (Jackson, 2009). Thus, the agency of academics inside the University tends to be limited either to defining those technological fixes or to the creation of a set of socio-cultural spaces inside which technologically-mediated business-as-usual might be defined.

In spite of this, these disruptions offer the possibility of alternative narratives emerging in the face of politicised calls for further marketization of the University (The Royal Society, 2012; Thrift, 2010). Where they are situated inside open or public teaching practices, these narratives might also highlight the mechanisms through which the idea of the academic as activist can be critiqued. In developing these alternatives, stories of resistance and resilience are crucial. Resilience is an important concept because it denotes the ability of individuals and communities: to learn from and adapt to shocks; to mitigate and respond to risks that are realised; to prepare solutions to problems; and to recover from dislocations (Demos, 2009; Hopkins, 2009). In developing resilience at a range of social scales, the repurposing of digital technologies by academics inside and beyond the University is central. Whilst digital technologies are defined socio-culturally and are infused with issues of power (Hall, 2011a), they help to frame and to open-up spaces for story-telling. The prominence, reach and usability of digital technologies offer academics opportunities to frame alternatives, in order to help communities to describe possible future scenarios for living in the face of disruption.

The ability to share such global, historically-situated critiques of resilient responses to disruption is pivotal in imagining possible futures and roles for the academic inside, against and beyond the University (Neary, 2012; Thorburn, 2012). Basing these alternative stories within the historical specificity of capitalism might enable an understanding of dislocation to emerge, and in the face of global disruption these alternatives form part of a critical battle of ideas that frames the academic as activist (Lambie, 2010; Murthy, 2009; Thompson, 1967). Thus, the relationships between the academic, the neoliberal university and socio-environmental disruption are developed below around the idea of enclosure. From this analysis, it is then argued that three key uses of digital technologies might enable activist counter-hegemonic positions to be developed: first, in developing open educational opportunities; second, in engaging with the preservation of data, relationships and narratives; and third, in understanding the interconnections between technology and humanity, revealed as the cybernetic hypothesis.

The neoliberal enclosure of academic practice
There is a tradition of academics engaging with disruption and attempting to place its study within a broader policy context. For example, Daunton’s (2011) analysis of the current financial crisis fixes on historical power and the humanity of History within policymaking:

What does history teach us? We need to understand the circumstances in which institutions were created, so that we are aware of their problems adapting to new circumstances. We need to understand the assumptions of different countries that are rooted in national histories. We also need to recognise how politicians and commentators are using and abusing history for their own purposes. And we need to understand that policymaking... cannot be reduced to neat theories and mathematical formulae.

Such a critical appraisal of the present, made in terms of the past, anchors the view that actual academic practices are socio-historically-situated, and operate at a range of scales within society. This view is not limited to UK academic history (RunCoCo, 2012).

This socio-historical perception of the academic sits asymmetrically in relationship to what Ball (2012) defines as neoliberal transnational activist networks (TANs). These networks emerge as assemblages of activity and relationships that reinforce hegemonic power through shared ideologies and resource interdependencies. They consist of academics and think tanks, policy-makers and administrators, finance capital and private equity funds, media corporations and publishers, and so on, which aim at regulating the state for enterprise and the market. One such mechanism is private think-tanks, which utilise academically-funded research outputs or practices. They do so to support the development of ideologically positioned policy (Ball, 2012; Pearson, 2012), based upon: their belief in market economics as the key mechanism for overcoming scarcity, distributing abundance and overcoming disruption; their focus on policy and high politics; and their focus on the University as the point of departure for the privatisation of knowledge creation.

Ball (2012) argues that such TANs tend to create geographies of social relationships framed inside a neoliberal discourse that silences alternatives or restricts their agency. However, other autonomous networks are attempting to define potential counterpoints. These operate in a more distributed form, with a focus on: working democratically through general assemblies; practicing knowledge creation and critique in public, at the level of the society into which the knowledge is to be put to work; and developing militant research strategies that prioritise agency and power-to-create the world. These strands underpin the work of scholarly collectives like Edufactory and the Knowledge Liberation Front (Thorburn, 2012), and the work of the outreach or educational arms of the recent global occupations (Hall, 2011b). Their focus questions essentialist ideas of economic progress and liberal democracy, and contests hegemonic positions inside academic subjects that both justify the actions of policy-makers and minimise the need for a discussion of alternative narratives.

These counter-hegemonic positions reveal the mechanisms through which academia is re-structured and its discourses enclosed, both around the commodity form (Hall & Stahl, 2012; Roggero, 2011) and the view that students are consumers, operating inside a choice-based market (DBIS, 2012). Emerging from critiques of this enclosure is the idea that students might also be producers of their actually existing educational experiences (Neary & Winn, 2009; Neary & Hagyard, 2010), whicha stands against the commodification of academic experience and underpins any discussion of the role of the academic in the digital age. This is important because, as Williams (2010, np) has noted in the United States, the marketisation of public education has created an indentured class of students, for whom ‘debt, in its prevalence and amounts, constitutes a pedagogy, unlike the humanistic lesson that the university traditionally proclaims, of privatization and the market.’ This hidden curriculum asserts the primacy of value-for-money, impact metrics, productivity and efficiency and disciplines the roles that academics undertake as teachers, learners, researchers or activists (Casarino, 2008; Thornton, 2012).

As a result, this enclosure of academic practice inside the neoliberal University reflects Meiksins Wood’s (1997, np) argument that:

we’re living in a moment when, for the first time, capitalism has become a truly universal system… Capitalism is universal also in the sense that its logic – the logic of accumulation, commodification, profit-maximisation, competition – has penetrated almost every aspect of human life and nature itself. 

Thus, the UK Coalition Government’s HE strategy threatens both to silence academics as independent, critical actors and to enclose such practices through: the removal of state subsidies; the individuation of educational experiences and risk in the name of entrepreneurialism; and the commodification of learning (McGettigan, 2012). This allows Capital to subsume or enclose public, academic goods further into its cycles and circuits of value extraction. Importantly, this process of enclosure also implicates academic practice in any emerging critique of the socio-environmental effects of capitalist work.

Academic practice and disruption
Opposition to neoliberal enclosure might usefully coalesce around the productive capabilities of academic labour. As Neary & Winn (2009) argue for the role of the student-as-producer, the academic exists inside an ideological struggle over how societies and their resources might be organised. Collaboratively produced, openly shared stories are central to the ability of societies to solve problems and take action. At issue here is first, where inside the University shared values/stories might develop, and second, how they might enable oppositional, alternative, meaningful social transformation to be realised. These oppositional, historically-grounded stories are increasingly crucial because societies are being disrupted by the effects of intensive capitalist work, realised as climate change, issues of scarcity and abundance in resource production/consumption, and liquid energy availability.

In particular, the role of energy is central to our narratives of progress and liberal democracy. Yet, there has been limited academic engagement with issues like global peak oil and its impacts (Friedrichs, 2010; Tomlinson & Six Silberman, 2012) beyond the realities of engineering or economics (Benes et al., 2012). Analyses of societal impact are significant since economic growth, measured through Gross Domestic Product (GDP) closely correlates to global oil production. In other words, the production of wealth, and the historical, organisational forms of that wealth, depends on the production of energy, and the world consumes more energy from oil than any other source (IEA, 2012). Moreover, the infrastructure of global capitalism is founded on oil, which is used for transportation, space heating, electricity, and the production of food, plastics and pharmaceuticals (Hall & Winn, 2011). A further complication is that whilst it is becoming less economic to extract conventional oil, so-called 'unconventional oil' (eg shale oil, tar sands, deep water reserves and biofuels) is much more energy intensive to exploit and therefore produces less net energy. As a result the energy return on investment is much lower than for crude oil (Benes et al., 2012; The Oil Drum, 2012). In the face of peak oil, developing alternative scenarios of organisation related to resource depletion and scarcity becomes more critical.

This is more important because intensive energy use is also folded into our analyses of climate change. Whilst climate histories have been written (Fagan, 2001; Rotberg, 1992), which evaluate developmental and at times inter-disciplinary responses to environmental disruption, there is relatively little work on the policy and practice of adaptation to climate change. The development of solutions has tended to be left to scientists working on technological fixes, and yet the conflicted nature of energy use, carbon emissions and economic growth led Pielke (2009) to note that technological efficiency, although vitally important, cannot lead to an overall reduction in emissions or energy consumption. He argued that the complex logic of the historical relationships between energy, carbon and intensive, capitalist work means that carbon accumulating in the atmosphere can be reduced only by reducing population, per capita GDP, or carbon intensity of the economy (Pielke, 2009). This unpalatable choice ensures that there have been limited analyses of solutions beyond technological innovations (The Royal Society, 2012).

What seems clear from expert analyses of peak oil and climate change is that neoliberal narratives of business-as-usual are overstated, reducing these problems to matters of engineering or economic efficiency (Benes et al., 2012). This enables policymakers to avoid confronting the socio-environmental impacts of disruption upon growing, aspirational populations, and to focus instead upon apparently politically-neutral technological solutions (Greer, 2010; Jackson, 2007). Yet as Jackson (2009, p. 102) notes, this is hugely problematic.

[S]ociety is faced with a profound dilemma. To resist growth is to risk economic and social collapse. To pursue it is to endanger the ecosystems on which we depend for long-term survival. For the most part, this dilemma goes unrecognised in mainstream policy or in public debate. When reality begins to impinge on the collective consciousness, the best suggestion to hand is that we can somehow ‘decouple’ growth from its material impacts. Never mind that decoupling isn’t happening. Never mind that no such economy has ever existed. Never mind that all our institutions and incentive structures continually point in the opposite direction. The dilemma, once recognised, looms so dangerously over our future that we are desperate to believe in miracles. Technology will save us. Capitalism is good at technology. So let’s just keep the show on the road and hope for the best.

The US Department of Energy’s 'Hirsch Report' (2005) further highlighted the predicted economic, social, and political risks of liquid fuel price volatility. This has major implications for academic practices, especially since any transition from established to new technologies will take in the region of 30-40 years, and promises to be significant and disruptive (The Royal Society, 2012). The academic’s role becomes more pivotal, as this transition to other ways of producing societies is revealed to be more than simply technological, but to be political and social. There is a clear need for references from a range of networks and communities to shape responses and alternatives, precisely because the infrastructural and cultural changes demanded require major systemic engagement. Hence, the role of the academic needs to develop across a set of open spaces (Tomlinson & Six Silberman, 2012).

The relationships between academic and technological practices inside the University
A critical set of spaces for the re-production of the academic as activist is opened up by digital technologies. The profusion of user-centred, participative and networked tools that allow content or discourse to be produced, re-produced or consumed, from a variety of web and mobile-based platforms or tools, using a host of operating systems, threatens a dislocation of established cultures inside and against the University (Hall, 2011b; Roggero, 2011). However, the dominant narrative about these technologies stresses the following opportunities.

	Relationship-development and participation: both through tools that focus upon extant connections and interests, like social networks, Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and webinars, and through technologies that enable interest-driven and serendipitous associations, like Twitter (Cormier, 2010; McAuley et al., 2010).
	Resource and content management: for example: (geo-) tagging; bookmarking; augmented reality; the use of QR codes; the syndication and aggregation of resources (New Media Consortium (NMC), 2012).
	Communal and individual, user-generated content production, presentation and sharing, which enables socially-constructed, dynamic, hybridised and derivative knowledge to be developed. This involves mash-ups, augmented reality, creating mobile applications, blogging, and the generation of multimedia (NMC, 2012).
	Visualisation of alternative representations of reality, for instance in massively multi-player on-line environments, and through the use of dashboards to visualise activities (Gapminder, 2012).
	The development of learning analytics and linked data as connected, structured information sets on related themes or topics (Siemens, 2012), and the semantic uses of those linked data, in order to re-conceptualise elements of reality.

In the production and reproduction of academic artefacts and networks in these digitally-rich, social spaces, concerns have been raised about: surveillance and monitoring of workloads; the digital literacies of staff and students in making sense of digital lives and activities; on-line security, safety and privacy; data-mining and intellectual property rights; outsourcing services and institutional jobs; and the proletarianisation of academic labour (Hall, 2011a; Newfield, 2010). These concerns highlight that digital technologies insinuate academic practices inside the University as a site both of capitalist accumulation and for entrepreneurial investment (McGettigan, 2012; Neary, 2012), predicated upon immaterial labour (Hall & Stahl, 2012). In making sense of these practices, the use of social media inside, against and beyond the University amplifies the struggle between hegemonic positions that stress technology’s emancipatory potential, and a counter-hegemonic position that stresses the ways in which technology is used to co-opt academic labour for the re-production of the social relationships that underpin neoliberal capitalism (Feenberg, 1999; Noble, 1998).

This struggle is framed by the broader HE policy environment. The main regulatory body for English universities, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE, 2012) highlights the importance of technological deployments for cost-reductions, business-process re-engineering and efficiency gains, which themselves might underpin radical transformation of the university as a ‘business’. One of the HEFCE’s partners, the Joint Information and Systems Committee (JISC), highlighted through its Transitions Group (JISC, 2012) the importance of the Higher and Further Education sectors for economic growth. It explicitly connects changes in these sectors that are ‘political, financial, technological and competitive’ to ‘stringent new financial realities’, in order that it is ’better geared to achieving a large impact’, related to value.

The 2012 UK Coalition Government budget (HM Treasury, 2012) further tightened control of the technological policy and practice of universities. It re-defined universities as working in the ‘business’ of education; it applied VAT-exemption on shared services, which tend to be hosted or outsourced, in order to treat ‘commercial universities… fairly’; and it created a research investment fund that ‘will attract additional co-investment from the private sector’ in technology-rich areas (McGettigan, 2012). Hence, technology has become a crack through which private corporations can enter the publically-funded, governed and regulated education sector, using public/private partnerships and outsourcing in service-delivery (Davies, 2011), and a discourse of economic efficiency and productivity catalysed through technological innovation.

This policy layer acts to discipline or silence academic labour, in particular where it connects to the allegedly emancipatory affordances of social media or digital technologies for students. In this discourse, technology acts as a mechanism that reinforces political enclosure through techno-essentialism. Feenberg (1999, p. viii) argues that the essentialist discourse ‘[of] technology reduces everything to functions and raw materials’. Technology is viewed as a lever for efficiency gains, innovation in productivity and work-flows, and in delivering student-centred outcomes related to widening participation, retention or value-for-money. In this discourse, technology in education is deliberately cast in primarily economic and de-politicised terms (McAuley et al., 2010; Siemens, 2012), and in a form that allows further recalibration of the sector by alluding to deficits in the existing technological practices of teachers and academics.

This final point, which focuses upon how digital technologies are used to proletarianise academic labour, is critical in any discussion of the enclosure of academic practices by neoliberal capitalism and in the face of global, socio-environmental disruption. Under capitalism technologies are used: to promote consumption; to lever production gains; to increase the rate of profit; for workplace monitoring and surveillance, as well as management and stratification; to catalyse the creation of value by opening up or harnessing new markets; or by stimulating innovations that further valorise and re-produce capital (Fuchs, 2010; Hall & Stahl, 2012). As a result of these processes, Newfield (2010, pp. 13-14) highlights how the integration of digital technologies inside educational spaces that themselves are sites of capitalist accumulation, tends to produce: ‘commodity skills’, which are ‘readily obtained’ and whose possessors are interchangeable; ‘leveraged skills’, which require advanced education and which offer clear added value to firms, and yet which are generally available; and ‘proprietary skills’, defined as ‘the company-specific talents around which an organization builds a business’. In this view, only those who create proprietary knowledge, thereby enabling the corporations to seek rents or to maintain the rate of profit, are to be retained, supported, cultivated, and lavishly paid.

At issue then is how academics might recognise these tendencies and work with students to overcome them and to define new value-forms and practices that critique the ways in which social media are co-opted inside the University in the name of capitalist accumulation. Such recognition might take its point of departure as the multiple ways in which academics are using social software and new media on their own initiative to support their work, irrespective of traditional subject or institutional authorities. In the development of new value-forms and practices that engage with disruption, there are three emergent themes that resonate: firstly, engaging with open educational opportunities; secondly, engaging in the preservation of data, relationships and narratives; and thirdly, in understanding the interconnections between technology and humanity, revealed as the cybernetic hypothesis.

Academic practices and open education
Open education is a critique of institutionalised systems of education, which are based on both the enclosure of the spaces in which the subject can be framed and discussed, and the power of professionals (Winn, 2012). This recaptures a sense in which scholarship very deliberately engages and is shaped in partnership with a public. Thus Tosh (2008, np) argued that opening-up History, in the name of citizen-scholarship, is critical.

For historians themselves, good citizenship consists in contributing their expertise to the national conversation: exposing politically slanted myth, placing our concerns in more extended narratives, testing the limits of analogy, and above all showing how familiarity with the past can open the door to a broader sense of the possibilities in the present. That should be our contribution to a 'revitalised public'.

This open exposure of academics to the public inside digital spaces is revealed in, for example:
	the use of digital technologies to engage its users in resource analysis both in the development of community collections (RunCoCo, 2012), and to engage amateur astronomers with academic astro-physicists in the Galaxy Zoo (2007) at Oxford University;
	the open courseware offerings of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT, 2012);
	the global digital storytelling project, ds106 (2012), which started at the University of Mary Washington, and extended the collaborative nature of story-telling using social media;
	the development of academic commons using open source technologies like drupal and WordPress, which are designed collaboratively to connect the social world of the institution to the resources, artifacts, networks and conversations that emerge from its practices (City University of New York (CUNY), 2012; De Montfort University (DMU), 2012).

In working against commodification and enclosure, it is the idea of the academic commons that best supports the digital implementation of the collectivized and democratic responses to disruption that the Edufactory (Thorburn, 2012) have noted. These responses form a tripartite re-organisation of the University based upon:
1.	engaging in struggle for the structure of the assembly as the form taken by organised resistances to the extant balance of power;
2.	defining strategies for militant research and co-research that prefigure political action. Such an approach sees the university as a political organisation, and argues that research from within the university can push new collectivities connected inside and against the institution, to develop new practices that are both educational and political, outside the university; and
3.	developing the activist capacities of academics to work publically and to pose robust challenges to the property regimes that enclose, capture and sell knowledge.
Thus, the academic commons forms a space which can be opened or closed by its inhabitants according to their needs, which encourages permeability and fluidity in collaboration, and which supports autonomy in the shared production of the University as a space committed to engaging with useful social reproduction. This underpins the idea of academic work for socially-useful knowledge or knowing (Neary, 2012), rather than simply for the knowledge economy. The idea is that in a commons of commons, where thinking is shared in public, society/communities are enabled to solve problems, and to develop alternatives (Dyer Witheford, 2006; Winn, 2012).

An on-going engagement with the possibilities for their practices to be enacted within open educational spaces enables academics to examine collectively their power-to reveal and change our historically-formed, social relations (Holloway, 2002). The opening-up of data-sets, scholarly resources and positions, and analytical technologies, offers a chance for broader constituents than professionals to interrogate ideas. Thus, rather than existing in a state where some-one or some-thing has power-over both their work and themselves, there exists the possibility for communities to challenge aspects of their own stories. This offers an opportunity to debate and fight for both the idea and the form taken by the University, and the role of the academic within and beyond it. However, this demands that the cultural logic of HE and its perceived social capital can be critiqued. It also depends upon the willingness of those with professional and analytical power to re-conceptualise their disciplinary practices, in the face of unsustainable, commodified discourses.

Academic practices and the preservation of data, relationships and narratives
A critical step in revealing meaningful alternative narratives is for academics to engage with digital technologies in order to extend their own social, educational and research networks. However, the preservation of data and ways of seeing social relationships through digital technology is important, both in terms of what is revealed analytically rather than being concealed, and in terms of decisions about archiving, availability and re-mixing.

In the revelation and concealment of those artefacts, the Wikileaks furore and the hacktivism of networks like Lulzsec and Anonymous are informative (Colman, 2012). The release by Wikileaks of diplomatic cables and materials pertaining to prisoners held at Guantánamo Bay demonstrated the limits to the materials available to the public even in a digital age, as well as the role of power and politics within our digital lives. As Žižek (2011) noted, Wikileaks highlights how our perception is that

the enemy is those US diplomats who conceal the truth, manipulate the public and humiliate their allies in the ruthless pursuit of their own interests. ‘Power’ is held by the bad guys at the top, and is not conceived as something that permeates the entire social body, determining how we work, think and consume.

Thus, in this view the revelation of these official documents risks becoming a traditional, political spectacle, based upon a historical facade where certain actors are seen to limit our access to documentation, and thereby to enforce selective analysis and limited use of data or records. For Žižek (2011), communities require a deeper critique of the hegemonic networks that maintain power over data, whether digitised or not, in order that they can reproduce their own control.

The academic is central to a critique of the duality of access to data and its meaning, and in the digital age this involves a developmental critique of narratives of the inevitability of capitalism and the end of history (Žižek, 2009, 2011). Hence, the serendipitous emergence via digital networks of new forms of data enables the organisational forms and socio-political relationships of liberal democracy to be questioned. This is one side of the value of documents captured and released by the hacker networks, Lulzsec and Anonymous, from the websites of Sony Corp, the CIA, the Bank of America, NATO and the Arizona State Police (Colman, 2012). Whilst the motives of these hacker groups remain nebulous and related to localised issues, the artefacts they release are representative of a specific historical moment. Academics might usefully ask what alternative narratives are actually opened-up through their release? What justifies the revelation, preservation and analysis of these data? How does one make sense of them within specific networks of power?

This position is amplified in a digital age by the profusion of networks and associations whose existence is often nebulous or invisible, and making sense of the traces revealed by these networks about themselves and their relationships to power, or the third-party documents that they re-produce, is often awkward and contested. Moreover, where these networks use cloud technologies as digital preservation spaces, there exists the potential to fragment access to documents and ways of analysing them (Siemens, 2012). In making sense of this fragmentation, a tension emerges between, on the one-hand, a need for validated web-portals that can aggregate access points to data, which in-turn can be socially-landscaped and managed, and, on the other-hand, issues of control and power over what is deemed to be valid or reliable. Who or what should act as a gate-keeper of such data and its meanings? What is the role of the academic in defining validity and reliability of emergent documentation and analysis? This demands a co-operative engagement in the curation, preservation and security of those access points, within a set of relationships that are socially-determined and developed, and that enable communities to develop power-to re-produce the world.

Academic practices and the cybernetic hypothesis
Curtis (2011) has critiqued our focus on the use of technology to manage risk and to impose order as a prerequisite for economic growth. Mason (2009) also argued that technology underpins the financial system’s structural attempts to control risk through the development of mechanisms like credit default options, fiscal modelling, and market deregulation. He (2009) sets out how digital technologies are deployed to produce automated models that marginalise the possibility of crisis and amplify risk-taking. As a result, higher risks are taken based on assumptions of order and control of information flows. Bank of England modelling on risk in financial markets extends the ideological control of this approach (Haldane & Nelson, 2012).

In this view, the promise of the digital age is order and control, based on the security and reliability of access to information and communication. As a result, the overlaying of technological determinants onto societies that can be connected through these flows of data and networks encourages a universal belief in the rationality of choice, and the elimination, or at worst the hedging, of the risks involved in making choices. At this point liberal democracies can focus upon consuming reality rather than producing it, because decision-making and activity is outsourced to technology. This forms a strand of what has been termed the cybernetic hypothesis, in which technological positivism signals the end of history, and a pre-determined future of consumerism and the expansion of the market (Tiqqun, 2001).

The cybernetic hypothesis is today the most consequential anti-humanism, which pushes to maintain the general order of things, all the while bragging that it has transcended the human.

For Deleuze and Guattari (1987) this anti-humanism reconfigured the relationships between humans and machines, so that these become based on internal, mutual communication, and no longer on usage or action. In this schema it is the speed and circulation of data-flows and networks that matter in maintaining the logic of capitalism, and the reproduction of its activities and relationships, without fatal disequilibrium arising. Speed and the circulation of information within apparently neutral networks are key elements here, in folding the whole of lived, human experience within the logic of competition. One outcome is that the academic becomes the storyteller or analyst of a progressive control of space and time.

Against the acceptance of cybernetic rationalisation, Feenberg (1999, p. 180) has argued that

Pure technical principles do not define actual technologies. They must be concretized through a technically realized conception of the good which particularizes them and establishes them systematically in the life process of a society. Every instantiation of technical principles is socially specific.

Thus, it is important to re-state the importance of humanity in the digital age, and to resist the subsumption of human experiences from the perspective of the market. Concepts of choice and economic efficiency mediated through digital services or applications, need to be set against an understanding of the specific nature of social relationships and values of mutualism, co-operation and trust, inside the history of labour-in-capitalism (Postone, 1996).

This is more critical in a world that faces global disruption, where alternative narratives are required that critique the commodification implicit in human-machine symbiosis (Hall & Stahl, 2012). These narratives highlight the development of commons, co-operation, sharing, and openness, against the separation and alienation of money, price, quality, and competition. They might include examples from the experiences generated, for instance, inside: Cuba (Lambie, 2010); radical workers co-operatives (Affinities, 2010); the Swadeshi movement in India (Gonsalves, 2010); the Chiapas resistance in Mexico (Womack, 1999); and communities managing energy transitions (Smil, 2010). These alternatives to a cybernetic existence are central in enabling societies to meet possible future crises, rather than outsourcing solutions to high technology and the market. A central role for the academic in this process is enabling diverse communities to uncover, recover and reproduce ways of creating the world that are not outsourced or simply consumed, and which offer resilient responses to crisis. This means supporting communities in their understanding of their agency and power-to produce the world. In the face of issues like peak oil and climate change, and squeezed by dominant neoliberal narratives of economic growth, this is a challenging prospect. But what else is to be done?

What is to be done? Academics, resilience and communal agency in the digital age
Raffle (2010) has offered a brief assessment of peak oil and its likely effects on the form and nature of health and health care in the UK, noting the societal dislocations embedded in the fact that:

oil is a primary raw material for many drugs, equipment, and supplies; that transport for patients, staff, deliveries, and services is heavily oil dependent; that currently suppliers are not required to provide business continuity plans around fuel supply shortages; and that rising oil costs would seriously affect health service budgets.

Raffle highlights the psychological importance of being able to structure ‘a society that has successfully reduced its reliance on fossil-fuels’, and that is more resilient through its socially-negotiated nature. This describes a radically different world where carbon emissions have been reduced by 80 per cent by 2050 (Pielke, 2009), and where activities are low-energy, using a range of appropriate technologies that are powered in large part by the micro-generation of electricity. Digital infrastructure is reserved for critical uses and people take more responsibility for themselves rather than outsourcing the management of their needs. Notably, this scenario points towards a zero-growth economy, where resources and services are rationed, and where our work and lives, at a range of geographical scales, are socially-defined and rooted in mutuality (The Royal Society, 2012).

This is a controversial scenario, but is one that increasingly demands attention from academics, working for co-research, in democratic, public spaces (Hall & Winn, 2011; Thorburn, 2012). By engaging with an array of scenarios and stories, in order to re-establish and to understand how other societies, cultures and beliefs emerged and mitigated or adapted to dislocation, academic activism offers a possibility for describing future scenarios away from hegemonic narratives that are increasingly underpinned by unsustainable resource consumption and rising environmental despoliation (Jackson, 2009). These alternatives might usefully be defined in terms of resilience.

Resilience is central to a re-imagining of possible futures. It denotes the ability of individuals and communities to learn and adapt, to mitigate risks, to prepare solutions to problems, to respond to risks that are realised, and to recover from dislocations by implementing alternatives.

[Resilience is] the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganise while undergoing change, so as to retain essentially the same function, structure, identity and feedbacks (Hopkins, 2009).

This focuses upon defining problems and framing solutions contextually, around our abilities to change and adapt rather than control and manage, in ways that are shared, reciprocal and self-reliant (Demos, 2009; Hopkins, 2009). Three core characteristics of resilience help to extend an analysis of the role of the academic within this context. Firstly, resilience is communal and comes through a diversity that encompasses a broad base of livelihoods, skills and capabilities, resource use, and access to human and energy systems. These skills are uncovered through shared practices and are trans-disciplinary. Secondly, modularity within communities or networks underpins increased self-reliance. Thus, the ability of communities to tap into ‘surge protectors’, such as diverse areas of expertise or resource-supply, can help them to achieve their aims. These communities might be networked or centralised. Thirdly, tightness of feedback loops, so that people are not divorced from the outcomes of their decision-making and actions, ensures enhanced planning and delivery of services.

Digital technologies are important in defining resilient responses because they offer: access to diverse, shared data-sets and stories; the opportunity to provide mutual support and mentoring; different ways of visualising and sourcing stories of resilience and resistance, from a range of perspectives; timely feedback on actions from a range of people and communities; and the availability of records of previous attempts to produce and re-produce the world. In a disrupted world, activist-academics are pivotal in developing alternative histories and ways of revealing and realising social relationships, in part through a confluence of thinking about ‘the commons’ as a set of resilient digital and historical realities. Thus, Dyer Witheford (2006) argues that

A twenty-first century communism must also be envisioned as a complex unity of terrestrial, state and networked commons, but the strategic and enabling point in this ensemble is the networked commons, which open possibilities for new combinations of planetary planning and autonomous association.

For Marx (1993, p. 493), this possibility of social co-operation was critical in the role of high technology, which ‘reveals the active relation of man to nature, the direct process of the production of his life, and thereby it also lays bare the process of the production of the social relations of his life, and of the mental conceptions that flow from those relations.’ These shared mental conceptions are framed co-operatively, and, in-part, they emerge digitally. This is the space in which the role of the academic in the digital age is refined, in a trans-disciplinary partnership, standing against commodified, disciplinary atomisation and for mutual problem-solving.

In the digital age and faced by disruption, the academic needs to be open and mutual, against the separation of specialisation, which forces the outsourcing of solutions to corporations or TANs. Meiksins Wood (1991, p. 92) noted that

[the] factors associated with the evolution of English capitalism conduced to the atomization of the social world into discrete and separate theoretical spheres. And with it came a detachment of the social sciences from history, as social relations and processes came to be conceived as natural, answering to the universal laws of the economy...

The aim of the activist-academic in the digital age is then to de-commodify the practices of the University, so that it is seen as a space for the process of formation, production and re-production of alternative social relationships. This might be attempted in the following ways.

1.	Against the neoliberal constraint on what can legitimately be fought for, academics might consider how digital technologies help communities to tell stories that reclaim their common histories and social relationships. This process might usefully be developed using open systems architectures with access to data-sets that remain unenclosed.
2.	Academics have much to contribute to a public discussion of how cultures protect the richness of their ecosystems, which in turn help us to describe alternative worlds. In the rush for technology-as-progress and economic growth, academics can help to identify how that progress is shaped in our stories of previous struggles, and how alternative ways of creating the world have been attempted. As a result academics might counsel for the prioritisation of digital technologies in creating strategies for associational democracy, modular community-building, and the diversity of skills-sharing and development.
3.	Academics might enable communities to recognise how their use of digital technologies both shapes and is shaped by struggles inside capitalism. As a result, they might help communities of practice to produce and share their stories and artefacts, through trans-disciplinary approaches to global crises, like peak oil and climate change. Such solutions would not become new forms of currency, but might help maintain the diversity of expertise in a community and help connect modular networks together.
4.	In the struggle-in-common against the enclosure of our networked public spaces by corporations, academics might help communities to develop an overtly political, analytical literacy. Thus, academics might use the diverse, social nature of digital technologies to inform a critical digital literacy that exists at a communal level.
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